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An epidemiological investigation was undertaken in India to assess the prevalence of methaemoglobinaemia in areas
with high nitrate concentration in drinking-water and the possible association with an adaptation of cytochrome-b5

reductase. Five areas were selected, with average nitrate ion concentrations in drinking-water of 26, 45, 95, 222 and
459 mg/l. These areas were visited and house schedules were prepared in accordance with a statistically designed
protocol. A sample of 10% of the total population was selected in each of the areas, matched for age and weight,
giving a total of 178 persons in five age groups. For each subject, a detailed history was documented, a medical
examination was conducted and blood samples were taken to determine methaemoglobin level and cytochrome-b5

reductase activity. Collected data were subjected to statistical analysis to test for a possible relationship between
nitrate concentration, cytochrome-b5 reductase activity and methaemoglobinaemia. High nitrate concentrations
caused methaemoglobinaemia in infants and adults. The reserve of cytochrome-b5 reductase activity (i.e. the enzyme
activity not currently being used, but which is available when needed; for example, under conditions of increased
nitrate ingestion) and its adaptation with increasing water nitrate concentration to reduce methaemoglobin were more
pronounced in children and adolescents.

Voir page 752 le reÂ sumeÂ en francËais. En la paÂ gina 753 figura un resumen en espanÄ ol.

Introduction

Excessive nitrate concentration in drinking-water is
reported to have caused methaemoglobinaemia in
infants up to 6 months of age (1±5). Maximum
permissible limits for nitrate ion in drinking-water
have been set at 50 mg/l by WHO (6) and 45 mg/l by
the Bureau of Indian Standards (IS-10500) (7). In
several developing countries, especially India, con-
sumption of water containing high nitrate concen-
trations, sometimes as high as 500 mg/l, is not
uncommon.

In the body, nitrates are reduced to nitrites,
causing methaemoglobinaemia. The reduction usual-
ly occurs through microbial action. The health risks
from exposure to nitrates are therefore related not

only to their concentration in drinking-water and
food, but also to conditions conducive to their
reduction to nitrites.

When nitrates are ingested, reduction to nitrites
occurs in the intestinal tract, although some studies
suggest that this may start in the oral cavity (8). Nitrite
ions are absorbed into the bloodstream where they
are converted back to nitrates. During this process,
haemoglobin is converted to methaemoglobin. In
healthy individuals, absorbed nitrates are rapidly
excreted by the kidney (9).

The essential action in the formation of
methaemoglobin is the oxidation of the ferrous ion
of haemoglobin to the ferric ion, which can be brought
about by the direct action of oxidants, by the action of
hydrogen donors in the presence of oxygen, or by auto-
oxidation (10). In the presence of nitrites, oxidation is
direct. Normally, the methaemoglobin that is formed is
reduced by the following reaction (11):
Hb3++reduced cytochrome b5 ? Hb2++oxidized
cytochrome b5.

Reduced cytochrome b5 is regenerated by the
enzyme cytochrome-b5 reductase:

Cytochrome-b5

oxidized cytochrome b5+NADH ÐÐÐÐ?
reductase

reduced cytochrome b5+NAD

Thus, the enzyme cytochrome-b5 reductase plays a
vital role in counteracting the effects of nitrate
ingestion.

Infants constitute a vulnerable group for a
number of reasons (9): the higher pH of the stomach
(2.0±5.0) permits the growth of nitrate-reducing
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organisms (Escherichia coli, Salmonella spp. etc.); infants
have a higher consumption of water per unit body
weight; fetal haemoglobin, present in infants up to
6 months of age, is more readily oxidized to
methaemoglobin than adult haemoglobin; and the
development of the NADH-methaemoglobin re-
ductase system is incomplete.

While a few cases of methaemoglobinaemia in
infants have been reported to be associated with
water nitrate levels of less than 50 mg/l, most cases
occur at levels of 90 mg/l or more (1±5, 12). The
following clinical manifestations at different met-
haemoglobin concentrations have been reported (9):
at <10%, no signs and symptoms; at 10±25%, no
symptoms, cyanosis present; at 26±50%, cyanosis,
dyspnoea and headache; at 51±60%, dyspnoea even
on lying, cyanosis and disorientation; and at >60%,
lethal consequences.

Despite the fact that, in several Indian villages,
people have been consuming water containing high
nitrate concentrations, at times up to 500 mg/l, no
studies have been conducted so far to ascertain the
prevalence of clinically manifest methaemoglobinae-
mia in infants. An epidemiological investigation was
therefore undertaken in these areas to assess
methaemoglobinaemia at different ages and to
examine the protective mechanism of cytochrome-
b5 reductase activity.

Materials and methods

Water analysis was conducted in five selected village
units (a part of the village served by a single source of
drinking-water) in the State of Rajasthan, India,
where high average nitrate concentrations were
known to occur. Nitrate concentration was deter-
mined using an ultraviolet spectrophotometric
screening method (12). The selected village units
were physically close to each other, lying within a
radius of 2 km. Other environmental, social and
nutritional conditions in the selected village units
were similar.

These village units were visited and house
schedules, recording details about family members,
their name, age, sex, weight, etc., were prepared. A
sample of 10% of the total population from each
village unit, matched for age and weight, was selected
for detailed clinical and biochemical examination. A
total of 178 persons were selected in five age groups:
41 year of age (group 1), >1±48 years (group 2),
>8±418 years (group 3), >18 years±445 years
(group 4), and >45 years of age (group 5). Infants
below the age of three months could not be included
as a separate group for medical and ethical reasons.
The number of parents willing to permit collection of
blood samples from such infants was very small.

For each subject, a detailed history was
recorded, a medical examination was conducted
and blood samples were taken, after obtaining proper
consent, for estimation of methaemoglobin (ex-
pressed as a percentage of haemoglobin) in accor-

dance with the modified method of Evelyn & Malloy
(13). Cytochrome-b5 reductase activity (NADH-
dependent diaphorase activity, expressed as IU per
gram of haemoglobin) was determined by the
methaemoglobin ferricyanide method (14).

Collected data were subjected to correlation
and regression analysis using Microsoft Excel soft-
ware to test for correlations between nitrate
concentration, cytochrome-b5 reductase activity and
methaemoglobinaemia.

Results

Drinking-water nitrate concentrations of 26, 45, 95,
222 and 459 mg/l, respectively, were found in the
five village units. The level of methaemoglobin and
average cytochrome-b5 reductase activity for the
different age groups and nitrate concentrations are
presented in Tables 1 and 2. Figures 1 and 2 show
nitrate concentration versus methaemoglobin level
and average cytochrome-b5 reductase activity for the
five age groups.

Methaemoglobin levels were considerably
higher than 2% of the total haemoglobin concentra-
tion, the reported mean content of methaemoglobin
in healthy populations (9). High levels of methaemo-
globin were not restricted to infants only but were
also prevalent in older age groups. High values were
observed in all age groups at all nitrate concentra-
tions. Maximum levels were observed at 45±95 mg/l
in all age groups, with the highest value in infants (age
group 1). This peak was followed by a decline in
methaemoglobin and then another rising trend as
nitrate concentration increased.

Clinical cyanosis was the main presentation in
age group 1 but it was also present in all other age
groups. Recurrent respiratory infection (40±82%)
and recurrent diarrhoea (33±55%) were found in
groups 1 and 2 and recurrent stomatitis (17±24%)
was observed in all age groups.

Statistical analysis

Age group 1
There was good correlation between cytochrome-b5

reductase activity and methaemoglobin levels
(0.5699). Cytochrome-b5 reductase activity showed
an initial rising trend with increasing nitrate concen-
tration and methaemoglobin levels but never ex-
ceeded 10 IU/g Hb, indicating a poor reserve of this
activity in this age group. This may also account for
the poor correlation between nitrate concentration
and cytochrome-b5 reductase activity (0.1179) in this
age group, which has been reported by other workers
also. With a further increase in nitrate concentration,
the rise in cytochrome-b5 reductase activity was
followed by a decline, together with a simultaneous
increase in methaemoglobin level.

Clinical cyanosis was the main presentation.
The other medical problems detected were recurrent
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respiratory infection, recurrent diarrhoea and recur-
rent stomatitis.

Age groups 2 and 3
Again there was an initial rise in cytochrome-b5

reductase activity up to 16±25 IU/g haemoglobin,
which reduced methaemoglobin levels. This was
followed by a decline in cytochrome-b5 reductase
activity and an increase in methaemoglobin levels.

The compensatory mechanism of cytochrome-
b5 reductase activity started at a nitrate concentration
of 45 mg/l and reached a peak at about 95 mg/l. It
then decreased to baseline levels by 200 mg/l. There
was good negative correlation between nitrate
concentration and cytochrome-b5 reductase activity
(±0.815). After an initial decrease, methaemoglobin
levels rose. This rise was not affected significantly by
cytochrome-b5 reductase activity as shown by the
poor correlation (0.0077 and 0.1734 in group 2 and
group 3 respectively). Methaemoglobin and nitrate
concentration were also poorly correlated (0.2283
and 0.0119 respectively).

Clinical cyanosis was the main presentation in
both age groups. Recurrent stomatitis was also
observed in both age groups and recurrent respira-
tory infection and recurrent diarrhoea were present in
group 2.

Age groups 4 and 5
A similar pattern was observed in these age groups,
although cytochrome-b5 reductase activity never
exceeded 11 IU/g Hb. There was good correlation
between nitrate concentration and methaemoglobin
levels (±0.5741 and ±0.5816 in group 4 and group 5
respectively). The correlation between methaemo-
globin and cytochrome-b5 reductase activity was also
good (0.4947 and 0.6251 respectively).

Clinical cyanosis was the main presentation in
both age groups and recurrent stomatitis was also
observed in both groups.

Discussion

There was good correlation between methaemoglo-
bin level and cytochrome-b5 reductase activity in age
group 1. This correlation was poor in age groups 2
and 3, but good in groups 4 and 5. This finding
indicates that in groups 1, 4 and 5, the increase in
methaemoglobin levels with increased nitrate con-
centration is poorly compensated by cytochrome-b5

reductase activity, whereas in groups 2 and 3
compensation is considerably better. For the lower
age groups, this phenomenon can be explained by the
fact that in the subjects in age group 1 (infants)
development of the cytochrome-b5 reductase system
is incomplete (9), whereas those in age groups 2 and 3
are in the period of maximum growth and develop-
ment (childhood to puberty). These observations are
in accordance with the study of Keohane & Metcalf
(15): they reported that the sensitivity of erythrocytes

to oxidation of haemoglobin to methaemoglobin on
exposure to nitrite gradually declined during child-
hood until the age of puberty, although they were
unable to pinpoint the factor responsible for this
phenomenon. The cause of the decline in compen-

Table 1. Average methaemoglobin levels in five different age
groups exposed to drinking-water containing varying concentra-
tions of nitrate in Rajasthan, Indiaa

Nitrate Methaemoglobin (% Hb) in age groupb

concentration
(mg/l) 1 2 3 4 5

26 12.69 8.94 4.81 9.33 7.90
45 19.52 15.17 16.52 19.01 10.72
95 26.99 15.13 9.69 12.73 7.00

222 7.06 8.07 5.76 6.93 7.06
459 15.38 15.46 11.06 9.87 10.00

a Correlation coefficients were as follows: nitrate and methaemoglobin, 0.23; nitrate and
cytochrome-b5 reductase, -0.53 ; methaemoglobin and cytochrome-b5 reductase, 0.70.
b Age group 1,41 year; group 2, >1±48 years; group 3, >8±418 years; group 4, >18 years±
445 years; and group 5, >45 years of age.

Table 2. Average cytochrome-b5 reductase activity in five different
age groups exposed to drinking-water containing varying
concentrations of nitrate in Rajasthan, Indiaa

Cytochrome-b5 reductase activity
Nitrate (IU per g of haemoglobin) in age groupb

concentration
(mg/l) 1 2 3 4 5

26 5.95 13.77 8.53 7.64 5.95
45 2.62 11.18 10.62 11.93 8.62
95 11.97 16.20 23.73 9.76 2.19

222 5.28 8.64 3.10 10.88 2.28
459 7.19 6.19 2.41 6.03 2.70

a Correlation coefficients were as follows: nitrate and methaemoglobin, 0.23; nitrate and
cytochrome-b5 reductase, -0.53; methaemoglobin and cytochrome-b5 reductase, 0.70.
b Age group 1,41 year; group 2, >1±48 years; group 3, >8±418 years; group 4, >18 years±
445 years; and group 5, >45 years of age.

Fig 1. Methaemoglobin levels in the blood versus nitrate
concentration in drinking-water (all age groups)
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satory activity of cytochrome-b5 reductase with
increasing nitrate concentrations in the older age
groups 4 and 5 could not be ascertained but may be
the result of the saturation of the cytochrome-b5

reductase system in these groups.
Maximum adaptation of cytochrome-b5 reduc-

tase activity was noticed at a nitrate concentration of
about 95 mg/l and decreased to the baseline level at
about 200 mg/l of nitrates in drinking-water. The
study indicates that high nitrate concentrations are
hazardous not only to infants but also to groups over
18 years of age. The adaptation of cytochrome-b5

reductase activity is also reduced as the nitrate
concentration rises beyond about 95 mg/l making
the nitrate toxicity still more pronounced at higher
concentrations. The observations made in this study
are in line with those of other investigators (1±5).

Conclusions

High nitrate concentrations in drinking-water cause
severe methaemoglobinaemia in infants and adults.
Children and adolescents have lower levels of
methaemoglobin. A possible cause could be the
reserve of cytochrome-b5 reductase activity and its
adaptation with increasing water nitrate concentra-
tion to compensate methaemoglobinaemia; the
adaptation is greater in those aged 1±18 years. The
adaptation reaches a maximum at a nitrate concen-
tration of about 95 mg/l and falls back to the baseline
level at about 200 mg/l. n
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ReÂ sumeÂ

Adaptation enzymatique (activiteÂ de la cytochrome-b5-reÂ ductase ) et meÂ theÂ moglobi-
neÂ mie dans les zones ouÁ l'eau de consommation preÂ sente une forte teneur en nitrates
Des cas de meÂ theÂ moglobineÂ mie ont eÂ teÂ observeÂ s chez
des nourrissons d'aÃ ge infeÂ rieur ou eÂ gal aÁ six mois dont
l'eau de boisson preÂ sentait une forte teneur en nitrates.
La limite supeÂ rieure de concentration recommandeÂ e par
l'OMS pour l'eau de boisson est de 50 mg d'ions nitrates
par litre. Quelques cas de meÂ theÂ moglobineÂ mie ont eÂ teÂ
observeÂ s chez des enfants dont l'eau de boisson
contenait moins de 50 mg d'ions nitrates par litre, mais
la plupart du temps ces cas s'observent aÁ des teneurs
supeÂ rieures ou eÂ gales aÁ 90 mg par litre. Dans plusieurs
pays en deÂ veloppement, il n'est pas rare que l'eau de
consommation soit treÁ s chargeÂ e en nitrates, avec des
teneurs qui peuvent parfois deÂ passer 500 mg par litre.
Toutefois, on constate que dans certains villages de
l'Inde ouÁ les habitants consomment une eau dont la
teneur en nitrates atteint quelquefois 500 mg par litre, il
n'y a gueÁ re de cas de meÂ theÂ moglobineÂ mie chez les
nourrissons. Nous avons donc entrepris une eÂ tude
eÂ pideÂ miologique afin d'eÂ valuer l'effet protecteur de la
cytochrome-b5-reÂ ductase vis-aÁ -vis de la meÂ theÂ moglobi-

neÂ mie dans les zones ouÁ l'eau de boisson preÂ sente une
forte teneur en nitrates.

Nous avons choisi cinq zones de l'Etat du
Radjasthan ouÁ la concentration des nitrates dans l'eau
de boisson eÂ tait respectivement eÂ gale aÁ 26, 45, 95, 222 et
459 mg par litre. Nous nous sommes rendus dans chacune
de ces zones et nous avons eÂ tabli des fiches familiales
correspondant aÁ notre protocole statistique. Dans
chacune des cinq zones, nous avons constitueÂ un
eÂ chantillon de 178 sujets (10% de la population totale)
que nous avons reÂ partis en cinq tranches d'aÃ ge en
appariant les sujets sur l'aÃ ge et sur le poids. Pour chaque
eÂ chantillon, nous avons eÂ tabli les anteÂ ceÂ dents preÂ cis de
tous les sujets qui ont ensuite subi un examen meÂ dical et
une prise de sang afin de doser la meÂ theÂ moglobine et de
mesurer l'activiteÂ de la cytochrome-b5-reÂ ductase. Les
donneÂ es recueillies ont eÂ teÂ soumises aÁ une analyse
statistique destineÂ e aÁ mettre en eÂ vidence une relation
eÂ ventuelle entre la concentration des nitrates, l'activiteÂ de
la cytochrome-b5-reÂ ductase et la meÂ theÂ moglobineÂ mie.

Fig 2. Cytochrome-b5 reductase levels in the blood versus nitrate
concentration in drinking-water (all age groups)
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L'augmentation de l'activiteÂ de la cytochrome-b5-
reÂ ductase avec la teneur de l'eau en nitrates eÂ tait plus
marqueÂ e chez les 1±18 ans que chez les nourrissons et

les plus de 18 ans. L'adaptation eÂ tait maximale pour une
teneur en nitrates d'environ 95 mg par litre et l'activiteÂ
revenait aÁ la normale aux alentours de 200 mg par litre.

Resumen

AdaptacioÂ n de la actividad citocromo-b5-reductasa y metahemoglobinemia
en zonas con altas concentraciones de nitratos en el agua de bebida
Se ha informado de casos de metahemoglobinemia en
lactantes de hasta seis meses como consecuencia de la
presencia de altas concentraciones de nitratos en el agua
de bebida. La OMS ha establecido en 50 mg/l el lõÂmite
maÂ ximo permisible de nitratos en el agua potable.
Aunque se han descrito algunos casos de metahemo-
globinemia en lactantes a concentraciones inferiores a
50 mg de nitratos por litro de agua, la mayorõÂa de los
casos se asocian a concentraciones 590 mg/l. En
algunos paõÂses en desarrollo el consumo de agua con
concentraciones de nitratos elevadas, a veces de hasta
500 mg/l, no es un hecho infrecuente. Sin embargo, en
aldeas de la India en las que la gente ha estado
consumiendo agua con concentraciones de hasta
500 mg por litro se han registrado pocos casos de
metahemoglobinemia en lactantes. Decidimos por tanto
llevar a cabo un estudio epidemioloÂ gico para evaluar la
metahemoglobinemia y el mecanismo protector de
modificacioÂ n de la actividad citocromo-b5-reductasa en
zonas con altas concentraciones de nitratos en el agua de
bebida.

Seleccionamos en el Estado de RajastaÂ n, en la
India, cinco zonas con concentraciones promedio de

nitratos de 26, 45, 95, 222 y 459 mg/l en el agua de
bebida. Se visitaron esas zonas y se preparoÂ una lista de
hogares de acuerdo con el protocolo de estadõÂsticas
disenÄ ado. Se utilizaron muestras de 178 personas (10%)
de la poblacioÂ n total en cada una de esas zonas,
comparables en cuanto a edad y peso, organizaÂ ndolas en
cinco grupos de edad. Para cada muestra, se obtuvieron
antecedentes detallados, se llevaron a cabo exaÂ menes
meÂ dicos y se obtuvieron muestras de sangre para
determinar los niveles de metahemoglobina y la
actividad citocromo-b5-reductasa. Los datos reunidos
se analizaron estadõÂsticamente para determinar si existõÂa
una relacioÂ n entre la concentracioÂ n de nitratos, la
actividad citocromo-b5-reductasa y la metahemoglobi-
nemia.

El aumento de la actividad citocromo-b5-reducta-
sa con la concentracioÂ n de nitratos en el agua fue maÂ s
pronunciada entre los ninÄ os y joÂ venes de 1 a 18 anÄ os que
entre los lactantes y la poblacioÂ n de maÂ s de 18 anÄ os. La
adaptacioÂ n maÂ xima se daba a concentraciones de unos
95 mg/l, y caõÂa a niveles basales a concentraciones de
aproximadamente 200 mg de nitratos por litro.

References

1. Comly HH. Cyanosis in infants caused by nitrates in well
water. Journal of the American Medical Association, 1945,
129: 112±116.

2. Cornblath M, Hartmann AF. Methemoglobinemia in young
infants. Journal of paediatrics, 1948, 33: 421±425.

3. Jaffe ER. Methemoglobinemia. Clinics in hematology, 1981,
10: 99.

4. Marshall CR, Marshall W. Action of nitrites on blood. Journal
of biological chemistry, 1945, 158: 187±208.

5. Shuval HI, Gruener N. Epidemiological and toxicological
aspects of nitrates and nitrites in the environment. American
journal of public health, 1972, 62: 1045±1052.

6. Guidelines for drinking-water quality, Vol. 1. Geneva, World
Health Organization, 1993: 52±53.

7. Drinking water specification. IS 10500:1991. New Delhi, Bureau
of Indian Standards, 1995: 3.

8. Li H et al. Nitrate reducing bacteria on rat tongues. Applied and
environmental microbiology, 1997, 63: 924±930.

9. Nitrate, nitrite and N-nitroso compounds., Geneva, World Health
Organization, 1977 (WHO Environmental Health Criteria, No. 5).

10. Bodansky O. Methemoglobin and methemoglobin producing
compounds. Pharmacological review, 1951, 3: 144±195.

11. Bunn HF. Disorder of haemoglobin. In: Harrison's principles
of internal medicine 2, 11th ed. New York, McGraw-Hill,
1987: 1524.

12. Clesceri LS, Greenberg AE, Trussel RR, eds. Standard
methods for examination of water and waste water,
17th ed. Washington, DC, American Public Health
Association,1989: 4±133.

13. Davidson I, Henry R. Clinical diagnosis by laboratory methods,
14th ed. Philadelphia, WB Saunders Co., 1969:135±136.

14. Bauer DN. Laboratory investigations of haemoglobin. In: Alex
CSW, Leonard J, eds. Grandwohl's clinical laboratory methods and
diagnosis, 8th ed. St. Louis, Toronto, London, CV Mosby
Co., 1980: 817±818.

15. Keohane KW, Metcalf WK. An investigation of the different
sensitivity of juvenile and adult erythrocytes to methemoglobine-
mia. Physics in medicine and biology, 1960, 5: 27±35.

Adaptation of cytochrome-b5 reductase activity and methaemoglobinaemia

753Bulletin of the World Health Organization, 1999, 77 (9)


